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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: This paper discusses the role Indian enslavement and coercive labour played in the development 
of cacao industry in the Portuguese Amazon region. Gathered cacao in the hinterland and cultivated fruits 
in the agricultural frontier of the region became the major product exploited by settlers during the late 
17th and the 18th centuries. Through the exploitation of Indian labour, cacao became the link between 
the hinterland, the coastal agricultural areas and the overseas market, in Lisbon. Indian enslavement in 
the hinterland of the Amazon region thus had an Atlantic dimension, which the paper aims to explain. 
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1. Introduction 

Among local products, cacao became one of the most important staples of the Portuguese 
Amazonian economy, especially during the eighteenth century (Alden, 1976). Since the 1670s, 
the crown decided to spur cacao exploitation and cultivation (Mauro, 1960, 370; Alden, 1976, 
115; Chambouleyron, 2014a, 7-10). Incentives from the crown were most likely a result of the 
news sent from the colony, which indicated the commercial potential of its production. 

Historiography pointed out that the Jesuits pioneered the cultivation (and exploitation) of cacao 
in the Amazon region (Leite, 1943, pp. 158-61; Alden, 1996, pp. 546-47; Walker, 2007, pp. 85-
89; Arenz, 2010, pp. 338-41). However, the influence of Spanish exploitation of cacao had 
echoed in the region (and thus in the papers received at the Court from the colony) well before. 
Although cacao is a product native to the Amazon region (Clement et al., 2010), the Portuguese 
“discovered” its potential in the second half of the seventeenth century from the experience of 
the Spanish American colonies. Venezuelan success in the production of cultivated cacao, in 
particular, influenced Portuguese authorities both in Europe and in the colony, who supported 
cacao plantations (Chambouleyron, 2014b), but also encouraged its exploitation in the 
hinterland by the gathering of wild fruits (“cacau bravo”). 

Thus, contrary to the exploitation of cacao in colonial Spanish America – in Central America, 
Equador and Venezuela –, Portuguese Amazonian cacao was both cultivated by the settlers as 
well as gathered in the hinterland (the sertões). This particularity linked cacao exploitation to 
the expansion of Portuguese dominion in the region, and to the complex circuits of American 
Indian slavery and Indian compulsory labour. 

2. Land grants 

Towards the end of the seventeenth century, the crown incentives to the cultivation of cacao 
did have a noticeable effect. The analysis of land grants (“sesmarias”) given to Portuguese 
settlers reveals how cacao plantations compared to other “traditional” products, such as sugar 
and tobacco, which had made the wealth of the other provinces of Portuguese America, such as 
the captaincies of Bahia and Pernambuco (Schwartz, 1998; Nardi, 1996). Many of the cacao 
planters claimed their lands at the end of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, a sign 
that the crown’s efforts eventually succeeded. 

Although confirmed by the monarchy mainly throughout the first half of the eighteenth century, 
many of these lands were already occupied. In fact, many settlers demanded a concession of 
the lands they already cultivated. In Portuguese America in general, tenure of the land and its 
economic exploitation were the main arguments for the concession of land grants (Neves, 2001, 
pp. 111-139; Nozoe, 2006, pp. 587-606; Alveal, 2007, p. 211). The formula “possessing and 
cultivating”, in fact, was a common phrase in the petitions. In 1703, Teresa de Melo Maciel, for 
example, claimed she had been living from her cultivation of food crops and cacao “for more 
than 14 years”, reason why she asked a royal confirmation of her lands.1 The same year, Manuel 
Lopes Reis demanded the confirmation of the lands he had occupied 10 years earlier, where he 
had planted three thousands trees of cacao.2 In 1714, Felipe Marinho stated in his plea that for 
more than 15 years he had been cultivating his lands with cacao and annatto.3 

Being a considerable open frontier, from the end of the seventeenth century onwards, the 
captaincy of Pará’s capital, Belém, was gradually surrounded by land grants. The size of these 

                                                           
1 Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Pará-Avulsos, doc. 1960. 
2 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Chancelaria de Dom Pedro II, livro 45, fols. 318-319. 
3 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Chancelaria de Dom João V, livro 44, fols. 124-125. 
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“sesmarias” was variable, but they usually did not surpass two leagues, since at the end of his 
reign (1683-1706), Dom Pedro II established limits for their concession.  

Typically, planters cultivated a number of crops. Many of these crops are impossible to identify, 
and are defined solely as “lavouras” and “roças”, in this case, probably referring to the 
cultivation of manioc (the primary starch of Portuguese America adapted from Indigenous 
agriculture) and other foods (“mantimentos”). Thus, in 1702, Mateus de Carvalho e Siqueira had 
in his lands sugar cane (for his alembic), cacao and some cattle.4 In 1721, Domingos de Araújo 
and Inácio Marques stated they had cultivated manioc as well as four to five thousand trees of 
cacao.5 Some years later, Manuel Gomes Rocha claimed that he was one of the largest planters 
in the captaincy, having cultivated not only cacao, but also manioc, beans, cotton and “many 
‘lavouras’”.6 

Cacao cultivation was concentrated on Acará, Guamá and Moju rivers that flow into Guajará Bay 
in front of Belém. Data suggest that the crown’s effort to promote a cacao industry in the 
Amazon met with some success. The use of the words “cacaual” or “cacoal/cacual” (an orchard 
of cacao) and “fazenda” of cacao in the land grants indicates the existence of a concentrated 
plantation of cacao, and not simply wild cacao found in these lands and then collected. 
Moreover, many of the settlers explicitly stated they were “planting” or “cultivating” cacao in 
their lands. 

From the 1690s until 1755 (before the creation of a trade monopoly in the region), I found 
reference to approximately 860 land grants that governors distributed among settlers in the 
captaincy of Pará, in which lands wild cacao was found and could be cultivated. From these, a 
little more than a quarter (222) mentioned, albeit not exclusively, the cultivation of cacao. From 
these, 60% were already occupied and almost 40% of the settlers stated that they had not yet 
planted cacao and intended to do so.7  

3. The sertões 

As mentioned above, one particularity of Portuguese Amazonian society was the crucial role 
played by rivers and the hinterland in its colonization, throughout the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. The Portuguese Amazon region was a society in constant expansion. 
Following the analysis of Robert Bartlett for Medieval Europe, one can state the existence of two 
frontiers (Bartlett, 1994, p. 2). From one side, an “internal” frontier, characterized by the 
intensification of settlement, such as the expansion of land grants and the development of a 
rural area close to the city of Belém, referred above. From the other side, an “expansion” 
frontier, in which war against Indians, the exploitation of the hinterland products (such as 
cacao), negotiation with Indian groups and the frontier with bordering colonies of the 
Netherlands, France and Spain played a crucial role. The expansion of this frontier westwards 
was intertwined with the expansion of agriculture (the internal frontier), from the end of the 
seventeenth century onwards. 

The gathering of cacao remained important throughout the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
century. Data from the registrar of the Royal Treasury of Pará, between 1700-1702 – the only 
systematic series one could find for the Treasury – indicate that in this period, 226 canoes went 

                                                           
4 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Chancelaria de Dom Pedro II, livro 27, fols. 294-295. 
5 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Chancelaria de Dom João V, livro 60, fols. 274v-276. 
6 Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Chancelaria de Dom João V, livro 71, fols. 324-324v. 
7 These land grants are registered in three archives: Arquivo Nacional da Torre do Tombo, Lisbon, Portugal 
(series: Chancelarias Régias and Registro Geral de Mercês); Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Lisbon, 
Portugal (series: Pará, Avulsos and Maranhão, Avulsos); and Arquivo Público do Estado do Pará, Belém, 
Brazil (series: Sesmarias). 
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to the sertão for cacao and bark-clove, paying taxes to the Treasury.8 Data from the religious 
orders’ estates and Indian villages in the late 1720s and early 1730s, indicate that wild cacao 
was far more exploited than the cultivated one. However, the clerics could count on the labour 
of the many Indians from villages they administered to the extent that the survey of their 
production was organized by estate and Indian villages. 

4. The expansion of cacao 

Planted cacao, produced on lands granted by the crown, therefore, coexisted with the gathering 
of cacao in the sertões. According to Dauril Alden, Amazonian cacao boom begun in the mid-
1720s, when the product eventually found a “dependable market” (Alden, 1976, p. 118). This 
led, from one side, to the substantial increase of the number of canoes to gather the fruits in 
the sertão (Alden, 1976, p. 119). From the other side, data from the land grants reveal that, 
between the 1690s and 1755, 84% of the settlers demanding new and unoccupied lands for the 
cultivation of cacao made their pleas after the 1720s. 

Unfortunately, there is no way of measuring cacao cultivation and gathering with any precision, 
since we could not find any systematic reference to the production of cacao for the seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries, a recurrent problem for this period. Nevertheless, mention of 
cacao cultivation rarely appears in the documents before the end of the seventeenth century. 

Exports data exist from 1730 onwards, and reveal how cacao became the most important 
product of Amazonian economy. The fluctuations of its place in the total of exports of the region 
for the period 1730-1755, however, remains significant, ranging from 97% in 1736, to 44% in 
1753. Only in two years, cacao represented a little less than half of the total exports of the 
Amazon region. In fifteen years, it represented more than 80% of all the products exported from 
the Amazon region to Portugal. Even when the price drastically dropped in 1747 to less than a 
fifth of the price of each arroba of cacao nuts in 1730, cacao maintained its position as the main 
staple of Amazonian economy.9 

In addition, during the first half of the eighteenth century, the steady growth of the tithes of the 
captaincy of Pará was significant. In 1697 tithes were bid by 24,000 cruzados, in 1706 by 37,000 
cruzados (Chambouleyron, 2005, p. 200). According to Alam Lima, the bids more than tripled 
from 1725 and 1739 (42,000 cruzados and 148,000 cruzados, respectively), and almost doubled 
in 1748 (250,000 cruzados) (Lima, 2006, p. 48). 

This increase confirms the growing economy of cacao. Since the religious orders systematically 
avoided the payment of the tithes (Neves Neto, 2013, pp. 111-150), tithes can be an indication 
of settlers’ exploitation of cacao, both in their lands and in the hinterland. 

5. Labour force and cacao 

The expansion economy of cacao needed labourers, who during the seventeenth and first half 
of the eighteenth century did not came from Africa, such as in many of the cacao plantations of 
Spanish America. Thus, the growth of Amazonian economy owing to the intensification of cacao 
exploitation both in the hinterland and in cultivated lands was intertwined with the Indian slave 
trade as well as with the system of free Indians labour. In the Portuguese Amazon region, Indian 
labour, both free and slave, was a complex and complicated issue that mobilized the Crown, 
colonial authorities (laic and ecclesiastical), settlers, the missionaries, and of course, the Indian 
themselves (Sommer, 2005; Carvalho Júnior, 2005; Mello, 2009a, pp. 243-317; Mello, 2009b; 
Dias, 2009; Neves, 2012; Dias, 2014b, pp. 91-178; Bombardi, 2014; Pelegrino, 2015, pp. 60-161). 

                                                           
8 Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Manuscripts Occidentaux, Fonds Portugais, 39.  
9 Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Pará-Avulsos, doc. 6627.  
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Even if the Crown tried insistently to refrain settlers and even authorities from unlawfully 
enslave Indians in the hinterland, illegal enslaving was a common practice for the whole period. 
Unfortunately, for the late seventeenth and first half of the eighteenth century, there is no way 
of measuring enslavement (legal or illegal), and the use of free Indian labourers, with any 
reliability. However, what is clear is that Amazonian society and Portuguese dominion were 
expanding towards its frontiers from the late seventeenth century, and this expansion has a 
strong influence both in the slave a free Indian labour system. 

As mentioned above, the development of occupation meant not only the increase of settlement, 
but also the exploration of new “sertões” in the search of 1) Amazonian spices, such as cacao, 
bark-clove, sarsaparilla and copaiba balsam (the “drogas do sertão”); 2) Indian slaves, bought to 
Indian groups, captured by war, or simply illegally enslaved; and 3) free Indians, who were 
brought from the hinterland into Indian religious villages (“aldeias”) mainly by missionaries 
(Jesuits, Franciscans, Carmelites, and Mercedarians). 

Thus, the hinterland and the agricultural region were closely linked (Chambouleyron, 2013, pp. 
93-95; Ravena & Marin, 2013; Dias, 2014b, p. 292). Cities such as Belém (in the captaincy of Pará) 
represented the heart of a system in which slaves and canoes full of spices arrived from the 
sertões, journeys departed to the hinterland, but also, ships arrived and departed from and to 
Lisbon, carrying Amazonian products, as well as African slaves, European products, new settlers, 
soldiers, and colonial authorities. 

One can follow the links between the economic expansion of cacao and the increase of labour 
demand examining data related to official requests to buy Indian slaves, as well as demands to 
bring free Indians from the sertão (the so called “descimentos”). Unfortunately, as mentioned 
above, these records are far from systematic and are scattered among many sources. From the 
222 land grants related to the cultivation of cacao, we could find reference to 55 settlers for 
whom there is some information concerning Indian labour. Few references, however, indicate 
the size of the cacao plantations. 

In 1732, Amaro Pinto Vieira, for example, requested a land grant claiming that he had six 
thousands trees of cacao, and 60 “servants”.10 Although there is no way of confirming the 
number of his labourers, eight years later, he was granted an authorization to purchase 30 slaves 
in the sertão, and 50 more in 1744.11 José da Silveira Goulart, who claimed in 1731 he had 
planted 36 thousand trees12, lost 22 of his labourers in the great epidemics of measles in the late 
1740s.13 Another big planter of cacao, Cláudio Antônio de Almeida, received his lands initially in 
1731.14 In 1740, he stated having planted 20 thousands trees in his two leagues of land at the 
Capim river.15  In 1728, he had received a grant of 25 to 30 free Indians or slaves for the 
cultivation of cacao he claimed he would begin (Bombardi, 2014, p. 184). In 1744, he received a 
new grant to buy 50 slaves in the sertões of the Japurá river.16 

For the 55 settlers who already planted or intended to cultivate cacao (eight of them before the 
1720s), we could find reference to a little more than 2500 Indians referred as slaves or as free 
workers. Many of these grants, however, were mere permissions to buy Indians in the 
hinterland, or to bring free Indians from the sertão. There is no certainty that many of these 
authorizations were indeed put in practice. Moreover, the straits of Indian slave trade reduced 

                                                           
10 Arquivo Público do Estado do Pará, Sesmarias, livro 6, fols. 89v-90. 
11 Livro dos Termos da Junta das Missões, transcribed in Wojtalewicz, 1993, pp. 118 and 137. 
12 Arquivo Público do Estado do Pará, Sesmarias, livro 8, fols. 32v-33v. 
13 Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Pará-Avulsos, doc. 3001. 
14 Arquivo Público do Estado do Pará, Sesmarias, livro 6, fols. 47-47v. 
15 Arquivo Público do Estado do Pará, Sesmarias, livro 10, fols. 27v-28. 
16 Livro dos Termos da Junta das Missões, transcribed in Wojtalewicz, 1993, p. 135. 
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significantly the amount of Indians that arrived to Belém to be distributed among planters. In 
addition, since cacao was never an exclusive crop, there is no way of measuring with any 
precision how many of the Indians really worked in the cacao fields. Many of these Indians, both 
free and slave, could be also used for the gathering of cacao in the hinterland (as well as many 
other spices), since there was no exclusivity between the exploitation of cacao “bravo” and 
“manso”. 

Nevertheless, the numbers indicate how owners of land grants dedicated to the cultivation of 
cacao, especially after the 1720s, mobilized a complex and rising mechanism of Indian labour 
exploitation. 

In addition, epidemics of smallpox, which ravaged Indian population in 1725-1726 and in 1743-
1744 increased the necessity of labourers. Analysing settlers’ demands for slaves and free 
Indians, historiography has shown how the aftermath of these demographic calamities 
encouraged a series of measures from different groups within colonial society to foster enslaving 
and the bringing of free Indians from the sertões (Wright, 2005, pp. 27-82; Dias, 2014a; 
Bombardi, 2014, pp. 86-115). 

6. Clerics and cacao 

A clearer picture of cacao cultivation and Indian slavery and compulsory work arises from the 
Jesuits’ estates. However, one cannot use the clerics’ plantations as exemplary of the cacao 
exploitation system in the Portuguese Amazonian region, as already mentioned. In fact, Jesuits 
had free access to labour force of the many Indian villages that they administered in the sertões 
and close to the main cities and villages of the region. They had the workers, the tools and the 
expertise to fabricate canoes of various kinds to send to the sertões in search of more Indians 
and spices, cacao included. In their expeditions, they could rely on the many Indian villages 
scattered in the hinterland. They received land grants not only from the Crown, but also from 
the pious Portuguese settlers. They systematically avoided paying tithes and were exempted of 
paying custom taxes. As one can see, they were enough reasons for their secular businesses to 
prosper in the Amazon region, as they did indeed (Alden, 1970; Assunção, 2004; Neves Neto, 
2013). 

Nevertheless, one cannot state that their missions flourished at the expenses of the settlers’ 
ones, as their antagonists wanted to believe. Fortunately, at the time of their expulsion from the 
region, in the late 1750s, the religious themselves prepared a detailed inventory of their lands, 
goods, and slaves. In the captaincy of Pará, they had many estates, besides ranches of cattle in 
the Island of Marajó.17 In four of them, they had “cacuais”. 

Two decades earlier, a tenacious foe of the Jesuits, Governor Alexandre de Sousa Freire (1728-
1732), had organized a list of the priests’ estates and production.18 Although this list was 
prepared well before the inventory made by the clerics, it can give an idea of Jesuit production. 
Sousa Freire certainly exaggerated the ecclesiastics’ production, since he was trying to prove to 
the Crown how the Jesuits ruined the Royal Treasury, systematically avoiding the payment of 
tithes. 

Both reports are summarized in the table below. 

 

                                                           
17 Concerning the history of the acquisition of these lands, see: Neves Neto, 2013, pp. 46-67. 
18 Concerning the conflicts between the clerics and the governor, see: Santos, 2005. 
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Estate or 
“Fazenda” 

Alexandre de Sousa Freire (1728-32)19 Jesuit inventory (late 1750s) 20 

Gibirié 

100 labourers (“pessoas de serviço”) 10 “negroes” 

A factory of canoes A factory of canoes  

100 arrobas/year of cacao Two “cacuais” 

A factory of clapboards Two coffee plantations 

A smithy Manioc, corn and rice 

Looms  

Ibirajuba 

300 slaves (“negroes, cafusos21, mulattoes 
and Indians”) 
Many free Indians from the Indian villages 

102 slaves (34 under 10 years 
old) 

A sugar mill A sugar mill 

A large factory of canoes A factory of canoes 

Alembics Alembics 

 A pottery 

 Cattle 

 Sugar plantation 

 Coffee and fruits trees 

 Five “cacuais” 

Jagurari 

– 
81 slaves, including children; 
“negroes” and “cafusos” are 
designated as such 

Alembics An alembic 

A pottery A pottery 

Corn and beans Manioc 

200 arrobas/year of cacao Two “cacuais” 

A factory of canoes  

Cotton  

A factory of clapboards  

Taboatinga Not registered 

14 black slaves, and 4 children 

An old “cacual” 

Manioc 

A plantation of coffee 

A plantation of tobacco 

A pottery 

An oven for manioc flour 

A loom 

A lathe 

Some cattle 

Mutuacá 
Many Indians from the villages of free 
Indians Not registered 
200 arrobas/year of cacao 

Indian 
villages 
from where 
cacao was 

Mortigura and Sumauma – 400 
arrobas/year 
Bocas – 700 arrobas/year 
Guaricuru – 500 arrobas/year 
Arucará – 700 arrobas/year 

Not registered 

                                                           
19 Arquivo Histórico Ultramarino, Pará-Avulsos, doc. 1223. 
20 Archivum Romanum Societatis Iesu, Bras. 28, fols. 11-11v; 12; 13-14v; 17. 
21 Mixed of African and Indian. 
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gathered in 
the sertões 

Itacuruçá – 600 arrobas/year 
Aricará – 400 arrobas/year 
Tapajós – 400 arrobas/year 
Arapiuns – 300 arrobas/year 
Tupinambaranas – 300 arrobas/year 
Abacaxis – 1200 arrobas/year 

 

As one can see, data are far from following any pattern. Only information about the factories 
and machinery seems to be comparable. One has to consider data produced by Governor Sousa 
Freire very cautiously, since he was a declared and persistent opponent to the priests. In his 
inventory, he clearly advocates in favour of the priests of Our Lady of Mercy and the Franciscans 
of Saint Anthony, depicted as poor and helpful of the settlers’ and Crown’s needs. In addition to 
the many slaves informed for each estate, Governor Sousa Freire stressed that “all the [Jesuits’] 
lands here declared are cultivated by Indians, both male and female, from the villages [‘aldeias’] 
that the same priests administer”. Even if one has to take this statement carefully, it indicates 
how both free and slave Indian labour were crucial for the development of cacao industry in 
colonial Portuguese Amazonia. 

Thus, if one cannot trust on Sousa Freire’s numbers, however, they seem to confirm a shift on 
cacao production. After the mid-1720s production possibly concentrated on the gathering in the 
hinterland, made possible by the opening of the far west frontier, after a series of wars against 
Indians and Spanish missionaries (Sweet, 1974, pp. 465-625; Dias, 2014a, pp. 58-62; Dias, 2014b, 
pp. 232-247; Carvalho Jr, 2015, pp. 69-90), which opened those sertões to journeys in search of 
spices and slaves. 

Small wonder that, in Sousa Freire’s report, besides two estates that produced cultivated cacao 
(400 arrobas), the Carmelites, who were responsible for the missions and Indian villages in the 
far west, in the Negro and Solimões rivers (Sweet, 1974, pp. 626-680; Carvalho Jr, 2015), 
appeared as having eleven “aldeias” producing 3,800 arrobas of cacao. 

7. Conclusion 

Canoes sent to the sertão arrived at Belém full of cacao and other spices. But they brought Indian 
slaves too, who had to work in the settlers’ and clerics’ estates, producing food crops and cacao, 
and who were sent again to the sertão in the search of more cacao, spices and slaves. The 
“opening” of the west hinterland in the 1720s, which coincided with epidemics of smallpox, 
encouraged the expansion of the exploitation of cacao and the search of slaves in those sertões. 

Thus, if as Dauril Alden points out, there was an international conjuncture that encouraged a 
cacao boom from the 1720s onwards (Alden, 1976, p. 113), this process was closely linked to 
the internal dynamics of colonial Amazonian society, wrought during the seventeenth and early 
eighteenth centuries. That was the case of the role played by the sertões and the expansion 
through the hinterland (mainly following the region’s complex net of rivers), by Indian labour 
force, by an economy based in both agriculture and the gathering of forest products, and by the 
frontier and the necessity of its occupation. 

One has then to deepen our knowledge about the “economy” of the sertões and how it was 
connected to the mercantilist economy cacao and the other spices helped to develop in the 
Amazon region. In fact, using Fernand Braudel’s words, there remains a “zone d’opacité” 
(Braudel, 1979, p. 8). A world of exchanges, relationships, negotiations, in the deep hinterland, 
isolated from the capitalistic principles, involving many actors – such as Indians, creoles, 
mestizos and whites –, but closely linked to the world economy of cacao, that still needs to be 
understood. 
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